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INTRODUCTION



THE SIMPLE ACT OF GROWING


WHEN I WAS SEVEN, I began living with my grandmother during the summer months. She had a small homestead nestled in the oak woodlands of Sonoma County, California, on the same property where her parents built their first home after emigrating from Italy in 1906.


It was a six-hour drive for my family to get there. Eventually, we’d pass through a one-lane town of two hundred people, turn left up the hill after the post office, and continue to the end of the road. On the south-facing slope just past the cattle guard were the apple trees my great grandfather (my nonno) had planted, and across from the orchard was the old house where he once kept his vegetable garden and grapes for making wine. It was still another minute or two up the road to Gram’s, yet already the scent of bay trees and the buzz of beetles singing in their branches filled the car.


After my parents said their goodbyes, the only rules were to watch out for rattlesnakes and to return before dark. No shoes required. I felt an overwhelming sense of freedom when I peeled off my sneakers. It was like a rite of passage, ushering me into weeks of wandering through woods, building forts, splashing in swimming holes, and spending time with Gram. We would paint together, work in her garden, and go on long walks in search of berries and wild mushrooms. Her knowledge of every swale and streambed and her memory for what grew in each were a wonder to me. How did she know this landscape so well, as if it were a place not separate from her but she profoundly part of it?


I often think my intense love of nature was born here and I learned to garden through osmosis, playing by Gram’s side while she tended and pruned. And I wholeheartedly believe we all possess the same language of nature I learned over the summers I spent with Gram; it’s just a matter of stirring it awake with time and attention.
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I learned from my nonno what it means to read the landscape and work with it accordingly. He understood, as if by intuition, what to plant and where. But really, he was a master at paying attention.





Which brings me here, to this book. The childhood experiences that led to the conception of Grow Now and the months spent researching, writing, and photographing are a complex affair. Truly a love affair and a story of personal health, growth (with a capital G), and the indelible connection we each have to our home planet as it rotates around the sun.


There’s also an elemental connection. When I was born, the doctor told my mom my immune system was weak and I’d be a sickly child. But I wasn’t. Even at a young age, I attributed my good health to running around outdoors with bare feet and the many homegrown carrots I ate, pulled straight from Gram’s garden, soil still clinging to them. Science reminds us of this. You’ll find in the first chapter a reference to the biodiversity hypothesis. It suggests that connectivity with nature improves the immune system and protects our bodies from illnesses like allergies and asthma. It also reminds us that we need to keep nature close and engage with it, and that we’re only as healthy as the environment in which we live.
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Time outside is the best medicine. Sinéad, my daughter, and I visit the redwood grove near our home, which, it turns out, is quite near to where my grandmother made her home—in coastal Northern California. Sadly, our changing climate and rising temperatures may mean less fog, an essential water source for redwoods.
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My grandmother’s home was nestled near a ridgeline where oak woodlands, meadows, and redwood groves took root. The contour of the land and watershed allowed each of these ecologically unique areas to thrive side by side.





But that’s the problem. Earth’s health is failing. We can’t ignore the climate crisis and the rapid rate of species extinction any longer. The decade between 2011 and 2020 was the warmest on record, and the Atlantic hurricane season of 2020 had cycled through its alphabetical naming system by the time we reached September. Likewise, the fact that we’ve lost half of our bumblebees and almost all of the millions of western monarchs that used to overwinter on the coast of California as recently as the 1980s is reason enough to begin repairing the damage through the simple act of growing.


You might hear people say that the state of the world’s climate is too big a problem for regular people like you and me to tackle. That it’s a problem for governments to regulate and only solved when the global community adopts renewable energy and sets aside half of the world’s wild places for nature. It’s true that we need to move toward renewable energy and protecting wild places as if our lives depend upon it, because they do. But we can also make a big difference in our gardens and cityscapes.
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Now is the time to focus on the things you love and grow them, because when you grow the things you love, you get more of the same. All the good stuff, the tangible and the obvious—seedlings, flowers, food, and fun. And all the things in between that make living, living. When you do this, you also grow a more resilient planet and a more resilient you.





I’ve learned there’s something wonderfully powerful in the simple act of growing. Here, in our gardens, we can repair ourselves and our plots of earth with our own two hands. When we then connect these spaces to other gardens, parks, and open spaces through living greenways, nature has the opportunity to repair itself and to restore its resiliency.


This book offers real, tangible solutions for improving human and planetary health. When put into practice, the information you’ll find here such as how to grow regeneratively and how to plant for wildlife provides a new lens of understanding. You’ll discover, just as I did, that nature is a kindred spirit. My hope is that when you notice and see—truly see—the beauty of nature, you can also learn how to restore and protect it. And like my grandmother, you’ll begin to experience the landscape in which you live as a place not separate from you, but you profoundly part of it.


—Emily
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GROW A GARDEN,
 CHANGE YOUR LIFE






THE QUESTIONS I HEAR MOST ABOUT GARDENS and growing revolve around where and what to plant. And it’s true, deciding where you’ll plant is the first order of business. We all need a home, plants included, and the home you choose for your garden helps determine what you can grow. The amount and timing of the sun, access to water, and soil quality are critical attributes of any location.


But while these are essential considerations, let’s remap the conversation. Instead of first circling around your balcony, yard, or community looking for the perfect spot for a garden, let’s take flight for the bird’s-eye view. What do you see? Look between the buildings. As a bird, where would you land? Where would you build a nest or look for food? If you’re a chickadee, you’re on the hunt for both seeds and insects, lots of them. A single nest of baby chickadees eats up to nine thousand caterpillars from the time they hatch to the time they fledge. That’s a lot of caterpillars! And as a chickadee parent, you need refueling too.


When you create habitat for chickadees, you create habitat for a host of other animals. These creatures, the ones you can see and the ones hiding from plain sight, are essential for a thriving, healthy garden ecosystem. It’s also true that these ecosystems within ecosystems we call gardens are our most immediate touchpoints with nature, and we need these places as much as chickadees do—and taking a broader, bird’s-eye view informs the planting process.
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If you were a chickadee, where would you make your home?
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My community garden plot serves as a place to grow food and as a refuge—a hub for birds, bees, and other pollinators to forage and call home.





HOPE FROM ACTION


Since 1970, three billion birds have vanished from North America. This includes common birds like chickadees. The drivers of species extinction are complex and deeply intertwined with global issues such as the climate crisis and habitat loss; in fact, their causes are the same. Human use of the land, habitat degradation, toxic pollution, farming and forestry practices, overpopulation, overharvesting, and the exploitation of nonrenewable resources all play a role. If you think about any one of these factors too deeply, it’s overwhelming!


We’re not offered many solutions past voting at the polls and with our pocketbooks other than causing less harm. We’re asked to drive less, waste less, and pollute less. However, Cradle to Cradle cofounder and designer William McDonough encourages a different approach. Instead of focusing on being less bad, which implies we are inherently bad, why not focus on being more good? Instead of hurting the land less, we can help the land more. We can grow more and grow it right now—starting today.
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One in four birds has disappeared from North America since 1970.
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Have you ever watched a pair of chickadee parents working from morning to night in search of food for their clutch of chicks? As insect populations decline, so does the diet they rely on.
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Our gardens create a patchwork that has the power to rewrite the narrative while growing resilient, healthy communities and habitat for animals like our robin and chickadee friends.
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ARE YOU ECO-ANXIOUS?


Are you eco-anxious? Do you find yourself turning off the radio when the news is simply too much? Repeatedly hearing stories about melting ice caps, extreme weather events, and disappearing species may bring a sense of immobility, what scientists call analysis paralysis, and chronic to acute anxiety. Where does any one person begin to address global concerns at scale? Climate change and species extinction are no small problems, so it’s no wonder we feel overwhelmed by them.


While the state of the world needs addressing through all avenues, including government initiatives and international cooperation, the good news is you can take matters into your own hands. When you plant your first seed, grow some of your own food, or make improvements to an existing garden with native plants, you’ll experience an immediate sense of accomplishment and renewed courage—because there’s hope in action.
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Joanna Letz, owner of Bluma Flower Farm, looks out over the horizon as smoke from the 2020 California wildfires encroaches on the city. Joanna’s farm grows certified organic flowers on a rooftop in Berkeley, California. It’s also a refuge for both people and wildlife thanks to its sheer abundance and hedgerows composed of native plants.





We each become partners, collaborators, and benefactors through the process of nurturing nature. And somewhere along the way, we begin to see that our individual garden spaces and communities reflect the greater landscape and the planet as a whole. We also find relief from eco-anxiety because here is something tangible we can do together to make a difference.


Eric Toensmeier, author of The Carbon Farming Solution, discovered when he transformed his 4,360-square-foot (405-square-meter) plot, about a tenth of an acre, into a perennial food garden that he could sequester enough carbon every decade to offset the annual carbon footprint of the average American adult. Now, let’s go one step farther. If we follow Eric’s lead and each cultivate a carbon-sequestering forest garden, our yards begin to look a lot like superheroes. Their potential as carbon storehouses is staggering, even with a significant margin of error.
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Stumbling upon the community garden at Potrero Hill in San Francisco was a wonderful surprise and break from the densely packed city streets that surround it. The hodgepodge of plants and plots greets you like a breath of fresh air.





In truth, nature has shown us time and again that it can repair itself if we give it a chance. The ability of the environment to regenerate and slow, if not reverse, the effects of the climate crisis is accelerated with a little help from us. It starts with one plot at a time—mine and yours and your neighbor’s, and so on. Our gardens knit together, creating a quilt of ecosystems that function as wildlife corridors and living greenways and ultimately store carbon while providing a wealth of other benefits.


Once you begin participating in the act of growing, you’ll discover it’s a deeply personal process, one that fosters your inherent kinship with nature. When you nurture your small piece of Earth, it nurtures you back. This book is your roadmap, guiding you with nature-based solutions for regenerating soil, fostering biodiversity, and mitigating the climate crisis. It provides you with the tools you need to rewild your home plot and cityscape, ultimately growing healthier communities and a healthier you—one garden at a time.


Together we can grow the change we want to see.



PLANET A: THE BIODIVERSITY AND CLIMATE CRISES



This is our one true planet. There is no Planet B. While we humans can’t live without Earth, Earth would be far better off without us running around wreaking havoc. If you think about it, if it weren’t for us, we wouldn’t be facing the sixth mass extinction or a climate emergency unlike any other in the sixty-six million years since the time of the dinosaurs.


The life upon which we all depend (on this one and only Earth)—on the land, in the air, and in the sea—is declining faster than at any other time in human history. One million living beings are on the brink of disappearing forever in the coming decades. That’s 25 percent of life on Earth. Food security is also threatened because many of the wild relatives of crops and domesticated animals aren’t protected. We need these wild plants. They hold the key to climate, pest, and pathogen resiliency, as well as medicines yet to be discovered.


The 2019 Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services created by the Intergovernmental Science–Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) outlines the drivers of biodiversity loss. At the top of the list are the climate crisis, pollution, exploitation of organisms (every creature, including elephants and hedgehogs as well as mushrooms and medicinal herbs), invasion of alien species, and land and marine management practices.


Also in 2019, the UN General Assembly gave us eleven years to prevent irreversible damage to Earth’s climate. Top causes of the climate crisis include burning fossil fuels, conventional farming, fast fashion, food production, food waste, deforestation, and the destruction of soils and wild systems. For example, the deforestation of the Amazon rainforest is switching the role of one of Earth’s most crucial carbon-inhaling sinks to a contributor of atmospheric carbon.


The concentration of carbon dioxide in Earth’s atmosphere is the highest it’s been in three million years. As of 2020, the hottest twenty years on record occurred in the last twenty-two years. If temperatures continue to increase at this rate, Earth may warm by as much as 3 to 5 degrees C by 2100. The United Nations (UN) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) are urging the international community to contain the global temperature rise at 1.5 degrees C above preindustrial levels. Only then can we avoid further catastrophic events such as extreme weather, life-threatening temperature fluctuations, melting of the polar ice caps, sea level rise, and further degradation of Earth’s ecosystems.
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In 2015, the American Academy of Pediatrics issued a policy statement warning that the climate crisis threatens “children’s mental and physical health” and that “failure to take prompt, substantive action would be an act of injustice to all children.” Research shows that in 2015, the lives of 3.6 million people worldwide could have been saved had fossil fuel–related air pollution been reduced to zero. The World Health Organization estimates that the climate crisis will cause an additional 250,000 deaths a year between 2030 and 2050 due to increased heat, water-borne diseases, and malnutrition. At the same time, climate-induced sea level rise could flood the homes of 340 million to 480 million people globally.


THE SPACES WE PLANT AND GROW MAKE A DIFFERENCE


There’s a solution: nature.


In 2020, global climate conversations began revolving around the benefits of regreening our planet. According to the Global Deal for Nature, if we set aside half of the planet for nature, we can prevent the further, catastrophic collapse of Earth’s biodiversity and climate. Of course, this requires vast tracts of land to accomplish, but it also puts our home plots and cityscapes in the spotlight. Just think of the possibilities!


We can grow habitat and connect ecosystems otherwise fragmented by our neighborhoods, towns, and greater infrastructure such as roadways and commercial centers. Every square foot counts.


During World War II, regular people like you and me were encouraged to help carry the burden of the war by growing their own fruits, vegetables, and herbs. Gardening became a community effort across the globe. Front lawns, window boxes, parks, vacant lots, baseball fields, and even zoos were transformed into food hubs.
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Even a patch of sunflowers and milkweed makes a difference, providing forage and habitat—plus you get flowers!
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Milkweed is a critical host plant for western monarchs. As of fall 2020, there were fewer than two thousand western monarch individuals overwintering in California where they once numbered in the millions.
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PRINCIPLES FOR NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS



When we consider nature-based solutions through the lens of restoring habitat to our growing spaces, it’s important to keep the following, guiding principles in mind:


• Get to know the layers of systems within the greater ecosystem of your home, community, and region.


• Consider what ecosystem services your homescape, plot, or landscape provides. Think about its strengths, and where it needs uplifting and regenerating.


• Find simple ways to connect the space you’re tending to other nearby areas to create living greenways. Plant a tree for birds such as an oak, a hawthorn, or a dogwood, and consider growing flowering plants like milkweed and sage in your kitchen garden.


• Develop short- and long-term actionable goals that include a vision for maintenance with the understanding that living systems evolve and change, and you will evolve and change in the process.







BENEFITS OF NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS


biodiversity


food security


clean air


clean water


resource and carbon cycling


water filtration and storage


flood and erosion control


climate regulation


individual well-being


healthy families


resilient communities





Australia and the United Kingdom launched Dig for Victory campaigns, and allotments (places where community members come together to tend individual plots of land) in the UK nearly doubled to 1,400,000. At the same time, residents of Canada and the United States planted victory gardens of their own. By 1943, people in the US had planted more than twenty million gardens in which roughly two-thirds of households grew 10 million tons of food. This equates to approximately 40 percent of all the fresh food consumed in the States at the time. Needless to say, the movement was a huge success. Yet, following the war, many of the gardens were abandoned with the advent of conventional farming and a booming food supply. Now is the time to bring them back, but this time with a renewed perspective and set of tools that help us go beyond organic.
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Growing a healthy planet happens one plot at a time with the help of nature-based solutions to grow habitat and connect ecosystems.







According to the United Nations, nature-based solutions such as rewilding have the potential to provide more than a third of the remedies needed to stabilize our warming planet in the next ten years.





CHANGE STARTS AT HOME


The opportunity to grow change is right here under our feet. Victory gardens successfully brought communities together while aiding the war effort. Now we have a similar opportunity, but with the goal of growing health, happiness, and a resilient planet.


Did you know that according to the National Wildlife Federation, 1 million acres of habitat are lost to suburban development every year? Single-family homes are getting bigger, and the lawns and nonnative plants so commonly added to newly modified landscapes don’t support wildlife and do little to sustain essential soil ecosystems and clean waterways. It’s safe to say that somewhere in our effort for progress, a disconnect has developed. Instead of bringing nature home, we have inadvertently shut nature out.


To make sense of this, I find it helpful to remember a saying attributed to Henry Ford: “If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got.” In some cases this isn’t a bad thing. Like your morning walk—Isn’t it one of the best ways to start the day? But in other cases, the status quo is a set of self-defeating habits that never end well—very much like our historic approach to landscapes.


Yet, it’s incredible what a simple shift in perspective can offer. Dr. Claudia Gross, founder of the speakGreen blog and author of Words Create Worlds, asks us to consider language as a tool for changing the world. She’s certain that through “the language we speak, we are co-creating our futures … so the moment we are transforming our language, we can transform the world.”
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It’s often the case that your garden is your closest opportunity to connect with nature and rewild your community.
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The community garden at Potrero Hill in San Francisco is an oasis of green, ultimately providing an important island of habitat for wildlife and people.





This is why words like rewild, restore, revive, resilient, and regenerate are so important. Words like these allow you to rewire your approach to the landscape—and yourself—through language while acquiring the tools for making these words reality.


NURTURE YOUR NATURE


As kids, most of us played in the dirt. I’m sure you did too. Why did you ever stop?


Your childhood infatuation with dirt is akin to nutritional wisdom. You instinctively knew that soil is good for you—its smell intoxicating. It wasn’t a love affair that needed words or explanations but one that was expressed through action. Why else would the nearly uncontrollable desire to push your hands through the earth take over?
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Research suggests that soil microbes are essential for your personal well-being and the well-being of the planet. They boost your immune system and make you feel happy and less anxious and stressed.
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Simply spending twenty minutes a day in nature improves the health of both your mind and body. If you don’t have open space nearby, you can grow it in the spaces closest to home.





What’s interesting is, the ingredients in soil that inspire this need are the same ingredients that have the power to mitigate the climate crisis, ease species extinction, and help heal the planet: microbes. When we protect and feed soil microbes with the simple act of growing using the principles in this book, we enable them to thrive. We then ride on their coattails, because the more resilient the soil ecosystem and the microbes that inhabit it, the more resilient you and I are too.




The collection of bacteria, fungi, viruses, and protozoa (together considered microbes) that live in and on the human body is your microbiome. What’s fascinating is that the human microbiome contains two hundred times more microbial genes than human genes—we are more microbe than human!





You know that feeling when you step into a garden, park, or nearby nature preserve? The air is fresh, you’re surrounded by leafy things, and a sense of peace and clarity washes over you. This feeling is an expression of your nature connection. Being in nature is like rebooting with the mothership because, quite literally, you are nature—we are nature. Scientific study after study connects the dots between time spent outside and a healthy body and mind. Conversely, studies point to increased depression and anxiety rates when there’s a break in this connection, as if being separated from an old friend.


Simply spending 120 minutes a week in nature improves the health of both your mind and body, like getting your recommended daily allowance of vegetables. Nature provides “vitamins” and reduces your risk of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, depression, anxiety, and stress. It also improves immune function, elevates mood, and increases your overall sense of well-being—meaning you’re healthier and happier, and all the good mood systems are firing thanks to time outside.


But there’s something deeper here—we’ve coevolved with nature. The genetic imprint of nature within each of us is as much a language of the mind as it is of the body. While the physical benefits of being outside can be attributed simply to moving our bodies, the layers of this onion are, quite literally, alive and teaming with microbes—very much like soil.


In fact, just like soil is filled with microbes, you are too. All that stuff about the soil ecosystem and the planetary system—well, your body is a reflection of these same systems, just scaled down into a neat package that is part human, part microbe.


THE BIODIVERSITY HYPOTHESIS


Microbes are our coconspirators, teaching our bodies the language of the natural world: how to recognize, decode, and distill nature on a genetic level so what we encounter in the environment is interpreted as an old friend, not something to mount a defense against (think allergic reaction). Scientists use the “old friends” hypothesis or, more recently, the biodiversity hypothesis to explain the connection.


The biodiversity hypothesis proposed by Tari Haahtela of the University of Helsinki in Finland is both a win for understanding how to improve personal health and a cautionary tale. It encourages each of us to “take nature close, to touch, eat, breathe, experience and enjoy” it to improve well-being, going on to argue that contact with nature enlivens the human microbiome. The more biodiverse the environment (sometimes referred to as the greater biome), the more biodiverse is your personal microbiome (or gut) and, therefore, the more robust and resilient your immune system and its ability to protect the body from inflammatory disorders such as allergies and asthma. Sadly, the quickened pace of biodiversity loss on our home planet due to the climate crisis, urbanization, and fragmentation of habitats is deteriorating this age-old path to wellness.


The background of this hypothesis is instructive. During World War II, the Finnish province of Karelia was fought over and divided, with a large portion of it ceded to the Soviet Union. Keep in mind that this area was a single cultural region. However, following the war, people living on the Russian side of the border continued to live a traditional, rustic life much as they had before the political tensions and division, while the Finnish side modernized. From this new cultural divide grew a set of data that drew the attention of researchers.


Why is it that people on the Finnish side now have a significantly higher rate of autoimmune and inflammatory disorders than those on the Russian side? Conditions such as asthma, allergies, and other inflammatory diseases are ten times higher on the Finnish side.
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Spending time outside populates your body with nature’s microbes and improves your immune function.





The reason is: microbes. Specifically, exposure to environmental microbes beginning early in life is critical for healthy immune function, with exposure to a group of microbes commonly found in soil called Acinetobacter playing a central role. Additional studies conducted by leading immunologists at the University of Helsinki found that microbes from plants are equally as valuable in the development of our immune responses.


When we spend time outside in highly biodiverse environments (think greenbelts, forests, meadows, organic farms, and gardens), our bodies populate with nature’s microbes, and it’s these microbes that provide us with protection while helping our bodies interpret the world around us.
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My friend Nicky in her garden. The food she grows and the space itself are touchpoints with nature.
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How do you feel about spiders? Whether you love them or not, they’re essential to a thriving garden and ecosystem. They’re fascinating too. This crab spider can change color to match the flower it’s visiting.





What does this have to do with growing things, protecting biodiversity, and sequestering carbon in soil? Everything. Soil health and successful carbon storage is a direct function of its biodiversity, just as human health is a direct function of biodiversity.


YOUR NATURE QUOTIENT


Look up, look down, look all around. What do you see? What are the fragrances and sounds you smell and hear? Is there a home for chickadees—and a biodiverse range of other creatures—in the spaces past your windows and down your lane and city streets? Is there habitat for people as well as wildlife? To understand what this habitat looks like and how to cultivate it, start by assessing your nature quotient.


Your nature quotient (NQ) is a measure of your understanding of the natural world, the dynamics at work within it, and your personal connectivity to nature. In contrast, your intelligence quotient (IQ) is a measure of your ability to reason, and your emotional quotient (EQ) is a measure of your ability to understand and work cooperatively with others. EQ involves skills such as self-awareness, motivation, and empathy. Some say your EQ is a far better measure of your ability to succeed in life than your IQ, but very few reference the importance of your NQ.


The development of a high NQ comes from spending time in nature. It involves skills such as observation, curiosity, mindfulness, and, like with EQ, empathy and compassion. It’s not a measure of the number of animals and plants you can identify by name so much as of your ability to discern the uniqueness and interconnectedness of nature through the power of observation. Ultimately, a high NQ renders a deep understanding of your connectivity with the natural world and a sense that you don’t exist outside of it but flourish within it. A high NQ’s side effects include lower blood pressure, less stress, and improved all-around well-being.


Take the “Measure Your NQ” quiz to help frame your thinking as you move through the pages of this book. If you were to grade yourself, how would you score? Do you consider yourself a person with a high NQ, or is this an area you’d like to devote some time to? It’s helpful to understand too that your NQ is your benchmark for nurturing your nature, which ultimately holds the key to solving the climate crisis and species extinction—and a thriving garden.
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